Reduction of pain-related fear and disability in post-traumatic neck pain: a replicated single-case experimental study of exposure in vivo.
For patients with acute post-traumatic neck pain (PTNP), pain-related fear has been identified as a potential predictor of chronic disability. If such is the case, fear reduction should enhance the prevention of further pain disability and distress after traumatic neck pain disability. However, exposure-based treatments have not been tested in patients with PTNP. Using a replicated single-case crossover phase design with multiple measurements, this study examined whether the validity of a graded exposure in vivo, as compared with usual graded activity, extends to PTNP. Eight patients who reported substantial pain-related fear were included in the study. Daily changes in pain intensity, pain-related fear, pain catastrophizing, and activity goal achievement were assessed. Before and after each intervention, and at 6-month follow-up, standardized questionnaires of pain-related fear and pain disability were administered, and, to quantify daily physical activity level, patients carried an ambulatory activity monitor. The results showed decreasing levels of self-reported pain-related fear, pain intensity, disability, and improvements in physical activity level only when graded exposure in vivo was introduced, and not in the graded activity condition. The results are discussed in the context of the search for customized treatments for PTNP. This is the first study showing that the effects of graded exposure in vivo generalize to patients with chronic PTNP reporting elevated levels of pain-related fear. This could help clinicians to customize treatments for PTNP.